Implicit sequence learning in obsessive-compulsive disorder: further support for the fronto-striatal dysfunction model.
Obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD) is conceived as a disease that implicates dysfunctions in fronto-striatal brain systems. According to this model, performance deficits observed in patients with lesions in these brain areas are hypothesized to be present also in OCD patients. Implicit procedural learning, which refers to the acquisition of motor or nonmotor skills by practice, is one candidate function to test this prediction. The serial reaction time task was used to assess implicit sequence learning of 33 patients with a diagnosis of OCD and 27 healthy control participants. In addition, explicit (i.e., conscious) knowledge of the sequence was determined. A subgroup of 24 patients was reassessed after intensive cognitive-behavioral psychotherapy. Implicit sequence learning was significantly reduced in the OCD group by 41%, while explicit learning and verbal abilities were unaffected. The deficit remained stable across time, although symptoms remitted substantially. Depressive symptoms did not account for the finding. Partial explicit knowledge of the sequence was not a predictor of the amount of implicit learning. Reduced implicit learning appears to be a dissociable trait of OCD patients. The results confirm previous findings and add supportive evidence for the fronto-striatal dysfunction model of OCD.